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Dedicated to
 the good people of New Orleans



Primary Characters

The Bonners and their associates at sea

Hannah Bonner, also known as Hannah Scott, or called Walks-Ahead by the Mohawk, her mother’s people, or Walking-Woman by the Seneca, her late husband’s. Daughter of Nathaniel Bonner. A trained physician and surgeon

Lady Jennet Scott Huntar, originally of Carryck, Annandale, Scotland

Luke Scott, also called Luke Bonner, a merchant of Montreal, son of an early alliance between Nathaniel Bonner and Giselle Somerville

Major Christian Pelham Wyndham of the King’s Rangers, of Quebec, on detached duty to Hispaniola and environs

The crew of the Patience

Piero Bardi, pirate, privateer out of Barataria Bay

         

L’Île de Lamantins (Manatee Island)

         

Anselme Dégre, criminal at large, based at Priest’s Town on L’Île de Lamantins, French Antilles. Also known as Father Adam O’Neill Moore, an Irish privateer and defrocked priest

         

At Port-au-Prince, Saint-Domingue (Hayti)

         

Giselle Somerville Lacoeur and her husband, Gerard Lacoeur, merchant, D’Evereux Plantation

         

In Louisiana and Western Florida

The Savards and their associates

Paul de Guise Savard dit Saint-d’Uzet. Son of Jean-Baptiste Savard dit Saint-d’Uzet, a merchant and plantation owner, and his first wife, Catherine Trudeau

Julia Simon Livingston Savard, his wife, originally of Manhattan

Henry, aged 7, their son

Rachel Livingston, Julia’s daughter by her first marriage, age 16

Jean-Benoît Savard, also called Ben, also called Waking-Bear by the Choctaw. Son of Jean-Baptiste Savard and Amélie Savard, FWC

Clémentine, FWC, housekeeper for the Savards

Maman Zuzu, FWC, Clémentine’s mother, and a voudou mambo

Maman Antoinette, FWC, Zuzu’s mother

Leo, FMC, young Choctaw who works for the Savards

Père Tomaso Delgado, a local priest and lifelong friend of Ben Savard

The Poiterins and their associates

Honoré Poiterin, son of Archange and Pauline Poiterin, both deceased; an adventurer and slave runner

Agnès Poiterin, a widow and Honoré’s grandmother, of a wealthy banking family based in New Orleans and Pensacola

Mama Dounie, Honoré’s childhood nurse

Jacinthe, a slave in the Poiterin household

Père Petit, Madame Poiterin’s favored priest

Madame Noelle Soileau, an associate of Honoré’s

The Livingstons

Edward Livingston, a lawyer, formerly of New York City, and his wife, Louisa D’Avezac Moreau Livingston, originally of the Sugar Islands

The Prestons

Andrew Preston, merchant, of Pensacola and New Orleans

Titine, FWC, his housekeeper, originally of New Orleans. Daughter of Archange Poiterin, a rich merchant, and Valerie Maurepas, FWC

Eugenie Preston, his elderly widowed sister-in-law, resident on the Bayou St. John outside New Orleans. Her servants Amazilie, FWC, and Tibère, FMC

The American military and militia

Andrew Jackson and his aides

Jean Lafitte and his men

Captain Pierre Juzan

Captain Aloysius Urquhart of the U.S. Army, liaison between the armed forces and the New Orleans Guard

General Villeré, New Orleans Creole and the commander of the first division of Louisiana militia

Major Gabriel Villeré, his son



PROLOGUE

Queen of Swords: A woman possessed of keen logic and intuition. Forthright is she in manner, and well armed.



[image: image]



March 1814

In the mornings she went walking while the men slept. First away from the settlement and along the cliffs that looked over the cove, then down the rough stairs carved into stone. She moved slowly, one hand spread on the rock face like a starfish while the other held her skirts.

For a while she studied the world: turtles sunning themselves on the rocks, restless seabirds, fish dull and sun-bright, quick and darting, languid, sinuous. The constant of the sea, and the horizon. When she could look no more, she turned and began the climb, lizards skittering at the sweep of her skirts. She felt lazy eyes on her back.

The guards had been lulled by the regularity of her habits into complacence. And why not? She could have been no more tied down had they used ropes and chains.

The path she walked ran along the forest that made up the heart of the island. Shadowy cool in the heat, buzzing with insects. Mastic trees so big that it took four men to circle the trunk, arms outstretched; fragrant cedar; stands of mahogany so dense that walking among them was to twist constantly one way and then another. Tamarinds, wild mangoes, other things she could not name.

How her father would have loved this place. Orchids like birds in flight hanging over the frayed stump of a palm tree. Parrots everywhere, flickerings of scarlet and emerald and cobalt blue overhead. She thought of her father often, spoke to him in her thoughts as she made her plans. Imagined his reactions, and made changes accordingly.

The forest gave way to the wet side of the island, mangroves on stilt roots in swamps alive with crickets, flies, great armies of ants and termites. The stink of green things rotting, thick on the tongue. She picked her way carefully, skirts tied into a knot, back straight.

No one was following her now. She was never sure why, if it was simple laziness, or fear of where she was going, or the certainty that she would be back. The lagoons went on for miles, and then more swamps, and finally there would be the sea.

She had loved the sea, once, and dreamed of living on a ship. Now she spent as much time as she could in this particular place, where she could be free of the sound of waves breaking on the cliffs and the scream of gulls.

The lagoon spread out before her in the dim light. She held her breath and waited. A ripple, another. The surface of the water moved and broke.

Hello. She whispered the word while the bulbous body in the water rolled and rolled. Then another appeared beside it, smaller: her child. Water sliding off gray-green skin, a rounded hip, the long curved line of back.

She stepped out of her shoes and into the cool grasp of the water, thought of swimming out to them. To play among the selkies, and learn their language so that she might ask them for shelter and sanctuary. For herself and her child.

Her hands rested on the great curve of her own belly. The life inside it flexed and turned, another swimmer in a silent sea.



PART I

Ace of Wands: A new adventure that must be met with a bold spirit. A primal force released.
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Chapter 1

L’Île de Lamantins
 French Antilles
 August 1814

         

The island, beautiful and treacherous, drew in the love-struck and rewarded them with razor-sharp coral reefs, murderous breakwaters, and cliffs that no sane man would attempt.

Kit Wyndham was sane. Out of his depth, perhaps, but Major Christian Pelham Wyndham of the King’s Rangers was in command of all his senses, while Luke Scott was not.

“Major?”

The lieutenant hovered like a maiden aunt, stopping just short of wringing his hands. If given permission to speak, Hodge would say out loud what he had said too many times already: that they had no business here; that what Scott intended was madness.

Hodge was wrong about one thing: They did have business here, and crucial business at that. The only kind of business that could have forged this strange alliance between himself and the Scotts: They were after the same prey.

A fat moon hung in a clear night sky, sending the shadows of masts and rigging out to dance on the water. On the rail his own hands were drained of color, corpse gray.

He turned to assure his lieutenant that he would have no part in this night’s insanity. Let Scott take his band of mercenaries and storm Priest’s Town, and good luck to them one and all. Kit Wyndham had made a promise, and he would keep it: Now that their quarry was in sight, he would step back and let Scott lead.

Just behind Lieutenant Hodge stood Hannah Scott, dressed in men’s breeches and a leather jerkin over a rough shirt, her person hung about with weapons: a rifle on her back, pistols, a knife in a beaded sheath on a broad belt. She could heal or kill; he had seen her conjure miracles and blasphemies with equal ease. No mortal woman, he had called her to her face, and she had not corrected him with words.

The moonlight was kind to her, as the sun was kind. In the year since they had made their uneasy alliance he had seen her every day, and still the sight of her was startling. By the standards of Wyndham’s own kind, Luke Scott’s Mohawk half sister could not be called beautiful. Her skin was too dark, her hair too black, her mouth too generous for pale English blood. Below deep-set eyes the bosses of her cheeks cast shadows. Most damning of all, the expression in those eyes was far and away too intelligent. If her skin were as pale as cream, her mind would have isolated her; Englishmen did not know what to do with such a woman.

Even at this moment she knew exactly what he was thinking, the excuses he had been ready to offer, the rationalizations. If he voiced them she would simply tilt her head and look at him. She would call him no names, but he would hear them anyway.

“Major?” Lieutenant Hodge’s voice rose and wavered.

He said, “Fetch my weapons.” And: “Miss Scott, please tell your brother I will be joining the rescue party.”

         

All this, for a woman.

The men liked to speculate, when Luke Scott was out of their hearing, how much money had been spent on this year-long crusade, by the woman’s kinfolk and the Crown. Scott wanted his wife back; none of the men doubted that for a minute. He wasn’t the kind of man who would let himself be robbed, not Luke Scott. But it seemed that there was more at stake, something nobody was talking about. The fact that Wyndham had been sent after Dégre at the same time made that clear.

No expense had been spared. First there was the Isis, the great merchantman sitting idle in the waters off Kingston. She was too clumsy a ship for the kind of work they had to do in the islands, and so Scott had purchased the schooner Patience as thoughtlessly as another man might put down coin for bread and ale. The crew was well paid and the provisions—meat and biscuit and ale and rum—were generous. Beyond the material things, the Earl of Carryck and the Scotts had put down a fortune in pursuit of information.

Kit Wyndham stood back and watched the Scotts contrive. Their money was of less interest to him; he was born to wealth and had been raised among people who knew how to spend it. His family had been cultivating those skills for generations; his mother and sisters were experts. When Scott spent money he bought results. Fast ships, good men, names whispered in dark corners, maps drawn with a bit of charcoal on a tabletop.

Scott’s men were expert soldiers, utterly silent, ruthless to a fault, loyal unto death. Part of that was generosity with coin, but not the biggest part. Kit had known men like these when he was in Spain under Wellington.

Now was not the time to think of Spain. He put those images out of his head and concentrated on the back of the man in front of him, called Dieppe. Scott’s most important find: a small, quick, wiry man, his skin the deep true black of the enslaved African.

Just last month Scott had found Dieppe in St. Croix and bought him for more than he was worth. Then he offered the African his freedom in return for one night’s work. It was Dieppe who knew the reefs that built a fortress around this island. Without him they would need an army to take it, and no doubt the lady would die before they could get to her.

Night birds called, and their voices echoed off the water as the longboat wound its way through a swamp crowded by an army of mangrove trees. A sinuous tail as broad around as a man’s waist flicked in the moonlight, and Wyndham touched the long knife at his side. He had seen an alligator twenty feet long rip the leg off a man with a jerk of his head.

Dieppe led them onto land so saturated with water that to stand still was to invite disaster. They followed one by one: Scott, his sister, then the others made a long coiling snake with Dieppe as the head. Dieppe and Scott and some of the other men carried machetes; Wyndham had his short sword.

For two hours they walked through the damp heat of the swamp in the wake of the swinging blades. Tiny gnats gathered at nostrils and the corners of lips and eyes, and Wyndham wiped them away with the back of his hand, thinking of the ointment he had been offered and turned down.

The lagoons, then, as they had been told: long commas of water silvered by the moonlight. The men broke into a trot until they came to the edge of the forest, where they stopped for five minutes while Dieppe and Scott spoke, heads bent together.

The swamps were bad, but these forests were worse. Wyndham concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and not losing sight of the man in front of him. Something screamed, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. This dark and fragrant place could hardly be more different from Spain’s hot exposed plains and rocky hills, but his blood pounded here as it had there, and would spill the same bright color.

When they came out of the forest Wyndham touched his pistols and his sword lightly, and looking up, caught Hannah Scott’s gaze on him. He had seen her kill, but she knew nothing of him in the field, except the stories told behind his back. Most of them were perfectly true.

         

The cove was small, well protected from the winds, and unguarded. Looking down on it they saw two ships—Dégre’s Grasshopper, and another unknown to them. If Scott had sailed the Patience into the cove and tried to walk up the path that had been cut into the cliff face, then perhaps one of the men sleeping with an empty bottle cradled between his legs might have woke to sound the alarm. As it was, they died quietly.

Scott sent half the men to deal with the ships, and the rest of them went into the settlement called Priest’s Town. It turned out to be nothing more than a warren of shacks set up off the ground, most of them empty. Two old mulatto women lived in the smallest of them with their goats and swine. They seemed neither surprised to be roused by strange soldiers in the middle of the night, nor worried about their lives. That was another talent of Scott’s: he could dispense calm as easily as coin. People trusted him, even when they should not. He could be kind, if it furthered his cause; but ruthlessness came to him just as easily. He would have gone far in the army.

The raiders turned their attention to the largest of the shacks. Directly in the middle, the largest room’s outer wall was made of a series of doors, all open to the weather. A rail hung from the sagging porch like a broken arm. Lanterns swayed from blackened posts, some of them dead, others guttering and spewing black smoke. The inside of the house was crowded.

Scott’s men moved like a company who had fought together in a dozen campaigns, silently, easily, joined by invisible threads just tense enough to keep them aware of each other. Kit tested the weight of his rifle, as familiar to him as any part of his body. The bayonet clicked into place. It caught what light there was and winked at him.

They waited for the guide, ten minutes, twenty, and then Dieppe came back, sweat covered, trembling. Scott asked him a question in rapid French, and got a nod in answer.

“A child? Did you see an infant?”

“Non.” Sure of himself, of what he hadn’t seen.

For the first time tonight, Wyndham saw Scott hesitate. No doubt he had been hoping to find the woman and her child together. If there was a child.

Again he felt Hannah Scott’s gaze on him, as if she were reading his thoughts, and answering them.

It was an argument they had had too many times: whether or not the information they had about the woman’s condition was to be trusted. Scott believed it was true; Wyndham was doubtful. The old woman who had told them that the lady they were after was heavy with child might simply have been looking for more coin.

In a few minutes they would know. Scott sent some of the men around to the back, and gave them orders to wait for his signal.

         

Wyndham saw the room for a split second before the battle started. Tables cluttered with dice and cards and cups, a long bar on the far wall, and men who had been enjoying themselves. A dozen of them, dirtier and rougher than many, but still just men burned by sun and wind and erratic fortune.

The one man who concerned them most sat at a large table in the corner, his dark head thrown back in laughter. It had been more than a year since Wyndham had last seen the false priest, but he recognized Dégre. And on the other side of the room, sitting behind a small table with cards laid out before her, the woman. She was much changed, thinner and drawn and her eyes shadowed, burning with fever, or anger long held in check. Her belly was flat. If she had been with child, she was no longer.

It took less than a second to see all that, and then his rifle found its target and things happened very fast, and all at once.

         

There were very few things that Jennet Huntar could be sure of, but one of them was this: For as long as she lived, she would dream of palm trees. Spindle-fingered against topaz skies or storm clouds, dancing against bloody sunsets and bloodier sunrises, always beckoning: They would be with her forever. Right now she could look up and see them against the sky as the night leached away, if she just lifted her head.

But she was at work, and it was the work that kept her wits intact. She had a little table of her own, and two stools. On the table she dealt out her cards for anyone who could pay the price.

When there were few men interested in the cards she laid them out for herself.

The Hangman. The Tower. The Knave of Swords.

Tonight her steadiest, most devoted customer was drinking at the bar. He was called Moore, one of Thibodoux’s men off the Badger. When the old Irishman was here, he spent half his coin on drink, and the other half he gave to hear her read him the cards. The other men spent money on the women in the back rooms, but Moore was content to sit and look at what he could not have.

Tonight he waited until the moon had set and he was so full of liquor that he would fall off his chair if Jennet leaned forward to prod him with one finger. And yet he was not so drunk that he forgot what he wanted from her.

He sat with filthy fingers laced into his long, tobacco-stained beard. The low forehead was remarkable for its deep reddish color, set off by a thick twisting white scar in the shape of a cross. His mouth made a perfectly round circle in the middle of his beard, and his tongue flickered when he talked, snakelike.

“Tell me, Lady Jennet, when will I get me a good wife?”

It was the question he always asked.

Moore was no better and no worse than the other men who drifted through this place. Always hungry: for drink and release and excitement, for sleep, and beyond all those things, for advantage. Hungry and not particularly worried about how he came by what he needed.

“Not tonight, Mr. Moore. But perhaps sometime soon. Let us look.”

She took her time. Moore would not complain. It was mostly what he was paying for, the right to sit close enough to imagine the texture of the skin he could not see, would never see. She was the daughter and sister of an earl; surely her skin must be as soft and white as milk. Many of the men who came here would have delighted to quench their curiosity by taking her apart like a crab, cracking open what she tried to hold back. But she was Dégre’s pet creature, and they must keep their distance unless it was to sit across a table and hand over coin.

As long as he came no closer and kept his hands to himself, Jennet was content to take Moore’s money, and sometimes, when he had drunk enough, the one thing she really wanted from him.

“It’s been a good while since you last came to see us, Mr. Moore,” she said as she shuffled the cards, slowly, carefully. “A long voyage, then?”

He looked about himself nervously, one eyelid fluttering. Fear cut through the drunken fog. “Aye. Long enough, missus. Long enough.”

She had misjudged the timing, and put him on his guard.

The Three of Swords. The Six of Cups. The Moon.

His gaze shifted to the table in the far corner, where men sat bent over their game. The one he feared was not looking in this direction, but that meant nothing at all.

He’s got eyes in the back of his head, does Dégre.

She had heard men say such things too often to count. The man they called the Priest, or more rarely, Dégre—the man who owned this place and claimed the island itself—was a legend, a force as inevitable and ungovernable as the winds. None of the hard men who frequented L’Île de Lamantins would cross him.

Jennet had crossed him, and she lived still. Because in the year since she had begun traveling with him, she had come to understand the way his mind worked. She had planned very carefully, and moved fast when the time came, and she had succeeded. She was alive not because she had got the best of Dégre, but because he had plans for her that promised more satisfaction than a quick death dealt out in the anger of the moment.

The Priest was watching her now, as she turned over cards and talked about them. He might be thinking about nothing more than what he would eat for his supper, or of changing his shirt, or there could be something very different brewing there.

It worried Moore, but Jennet was beyond fear. Dégre had already robbed her of everything of value.

“The Moon,” she said to Moore. “It shows itself often when you come to hear your cards read, sir. The moon is a guiding image for you, I think.”

“Aye,” he agreed, his small features bunched together in an attempt to convey sincerity. “And remind me then, Lady Jennet, what does it mean, the Moon card?”

“Inconstancy. Are you inconstant in your temperament, Mr. Moore?”

It was too much for him in his current state. He blinked at her owlishly, his mouth jerking at one corner as he tried to push himself up from the table, a puppet with tangled strings. Jennet gathered her cards together, waiting patiently for him to find his tongue and make it do his bidding. Later, it would be the expression on Moore’s face she recalled first when she thought about this night.

As he opened his mouth, the sound of a dozen rifles firing together tore the world in two. Moore fell forward onto the table, blood gushing from his mouth.

Jennet dropped to her knees and then pressed her face to the floor. The room was filled with screams and gunsmoke and tumbling bodies, glass shattering and the wind, rising suddenly; she heard it howling and howling as the idea presented itself, very clearly: She was about to die, and she had brought it upon herself. The next volley would find her, and she would die here on this filthy floor in this hell-begotten place and she would never see him again, never in this life.

A man was standing over her. Dégre, his face lost in shadow and still she saw his eyes, wild with rage. Blood dripping from his scalp onto his shoulder, running down his arm. He held out a hand to her, and it simply…fell apart in a mist of blood and flesh.

He stood for a moment looking at the raw meat that was his hand, baffled, it seemed by his expression, at this turn of events.

And then Luke was there, pressing a pistol to Dégre’s temple.

“Ah,” the false priest said calmly. “Scott. Come to claim the leftovers, eh?”

         

To Kit Wyndham it looked as though Dégre smiled, even as Scott’s pistol kicked and fired. The Priest’s knees folded, and he fell.

Lady Jennet was falling, too, collapsing so slowly that when Scott caught her it looked as though they were practicing a new dance step. His head came up and turned, his gaze raking over the destruction they had wrought.

“Hannah,” he said, holding out the woman. “Hannah, help me.”

         

In less than an hour it was all sorted: a dozen dead men piled up and rolled from the porch like so much driftwood. The ones who had been in the rooms off to the side with the women, all prisoners now, had been divided into groups. Some of them were digging graves; the rest were marched down to the cove.

Overhead the early morning sky was darkening, and a rough breeze made the palms sway.

One of the women yawned. There was a splatter of blood on her skirt and her eyes were dull with weariness, but she raised her face to the sky and smiled. Another woman sat with her feet swinging, leaning toward one of Scott’s men. His posture as he bent his head toward her was as obvious as a flag. Soldiers were as predictable as horses in their needs.

Kit rubbed the grit and gunpowder from his face and listened to what was going on in the corner where Scott crouched next to his half sister, the two of them a wall between the room and the woman.

Lady Jennet had come out of her faint and was weeping in Hannah’s arms, weeping as a woman weeps when she has lost the thing she loves most in the world.

“Jennet,” Hannah said, her tone firm but not harsh. “Jennet, calm yourself. You’re safe now. You are safe.”

Scott looked away. To Hannah he said, “I’ll go search the other rooms.”

“No,” Jennet said. Her head came up with a jerk. “No, don’t leave me. Luke, don’t go.”

What a gift that was to him. Scott couldn’t hide his relief.

“We have to be away,” he said to her, cupping her head in one hand. “Jennet, do you know where he kept the letters?”

She blinked, fresh tears coursing over her reddened face. “Letters?”

Hannah sent Scott a sidelong glance, one that told him to keep his silence. In a gentle voice she said, “The letters Dégre stole from you. The ones he threatened you with. We can’t leave them where someone else might find them. Where are they, Jennet?”

“The letters,” Jennet said. “Those letters. I burned them months ago.”

Scott made a sound that came up from his gut, as if he had been punched.

Hannah said, “The letters are destroyed? You burned them?”

“Aye, and he beat me bloody for it.” She might have been talking about a new hat, for all the emotion in her voice.

“He beat you.” Scott’s tone, so carefully modulated, took on a new tone, an underlying tremor. “Is that how the child died? He got a child on you and beat it out of you in a fury?”

She seemed to wake up at that, confusion giving way to understanding and then, more quickly, anger. A brightness came into her eyes, and Kit recognized her then as her father’s daughter.

Wyndham had first met Lady Jennet at the dinner table of the garrison commander at Île aux Noix, introduced to him only as a missionary’s widow working among the wounded prisoners. Then he had not seen her for who she was: a daughter of the fourth Earl of Carryck, and sister to the fifth of the line. She had taken pains to hide her connections, but now her bloodlines were etched on her face. In spite of all she had seen and done in this war, or maybe because of it.

She righted herself and looked at Scott, who was meant to be her husband, who had spent a year looking for her.

She said, “Not his child, Luke. Yours. Our son. And he’s not dead. I know he’s not.”

Scott’s face went very still as her voice came stronger.

“I gave birth to him right there, in that room. A month ago he was smuggled away. I bribed them, and the captain took him away, because he wasn’t safe here. He wasn’t safe.”

All the color had drained out of Scott’s face, all tension out of his body; he swayed and bent forward over his knees, his head hanging low.

“Oh, Christ,” he said softly. “Oh, merciful Christ.” Spasms ran through him so that his shoulders jerked. “Where?”

Jennet reached out a hand as if she thought he might collapse under her touch.

“A town called Pensacola, in Spanish Florida.” She stroked his hair, and then he raised his face to her and he did collapse and she opened her arms to catch him, arms that circled closed.

Hannah had turned away, and Kit caught her gaze. She walked out onto the porch, and he followed her.

         

She said, “He’ll want to question the men who were taken prisoner.”

“I can do that.” Kit rubbed his eyes. “I’ll go do it now.”

“Most of them are off the Badger,” she said. “They probably won’t know anything about the boy.”

“Probably not,” Kit agreed. He didn’t want to look at her. From her tone he knew what she was feeling, and he knew, too, how little she would welcome his intrusion. “But I’ll find out for sure. You’ll talk to the women?”

He turned to leave her and felt her hand on his wrist. Paused, and waited.

She said, “Thank you.”

It was the most he would allow himself to expect.

         

There were injuries among the men. Not many, and none very serious, but enough to distract Hannah while Jennet and Luke talked.

She took off her weapons and put them aside, tried to clear her head of the last hour and the lingering stink of gunpowder. There were splinters to be drawn and burns that needed salving, and one of the men had taken a knife wound to the cheek.

When she let herself remember why they were here, she looked up to see that Luke and Jennet were gone, and the door to the room she had pointed out to him was closed.

The men had seen it, too. They got up, one by one, and wandered out toward the settlement.

Hannah thought of Wyndham, gone off to question prisoners. A man in search of a miracle. He would bring it back to offer to her on an outstretched hand, his quiet self-mockery held in front of him like a shield.



Chapter 2

To His Excellency Sir George Prevost

Quebec

         

I have the honour to transmit to Your Excellency the news that Lady Jennet of Carryck is rescued this day. The lady appears to be in good health and of sound mind in spite of her long ordeal. In accordance with your commands, I will see her transported safely to Port-au-Prince, as quickly as unpredictable late summer weather permits.

It is with less satisfaction that I report that I was unable to fulfill the second charge entrusted to me by Your Excellency. The criminal Anselme Dégre, whom I was to return to Quebec to be tried for grand theft, for abduction, and for the murder of Colonel Caudebec and his men, was killed today during the raid of his stronghold. A search of the island has turned up no trace of the monies. The only possession of any value was his ship, the Grasshopper, which I have impounded and which will be delivered to Kingston for recommissioning.

For my part, I will report to Negril Bay, where I expect to receive my new orders. It is my hope that, given the completion of my work here, I be allowed to return to active duty with my own regiment in Canada.

         

In anticipation of your commands,

I have the honour, etc.

Major Christian Pelham Wyndham

King’s Rangers

on detached duty

L’Île de Lamantins

French Antilles

21st day of August 1814
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The Honourable Miss Margaret Prevost

Quebec

         

My dear Margaret,

         

In your last letter you asked that I communicate to you directly the completion of my assignment here. By the same post I send to your father my final report. I set out now for Negril Bay in Jamaica, where I hope my request to be returned to King’s Rangers will be granted.

Whether or not my commanding officers will see fit to honour that request (and hence, whether or not it is time for you to assemble your wedding clothes) is entirely in their hands.

         

Your devoted,

Christian Pelham Wyndham

L’Île de Lamantins

French Antilles

21st day of August 1814
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To the Earl of Carryck

Carryckcastle, Annandale, Scotland

         

Cousin,

         

Your sister is found and delivered from her abductors. She bids me tell you and your lady mother that she is in good health, and will write to you in her own hand as soon as she may. I am to leave the telling of the whole story to her, and trust you will understand my need to grant her this wish.

Late summer weather in the Antilles is volatile, but we hope to reach my stepfather’s estate outside Port-au-Prince within a few days, where everything will be done to see to your sister’s health and welfare. We will be married there at the first opportunity.

As the Isis can have no role to play in the journey we must undertake, I have instructed her captain to return to the Solway Firth and report to you for instructions. From this point on we travel on the Patience, who has done us good service.

In all haste, I remain yours at command,

         

Luke Scott Bonner

21st day of August 1814
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Madame Lily Ballentyne

Forbes & Sons

Montreal

Canada

         

Dearest Sister,

         

We have little word of how the war goes in the north, and in any case no hope of getting a letter to the family at Lake in the Clouds but that you will take it upon yourself to deliver it with all possible speed. They must be desperate for news.

Dégre is dead at Luke’s hand and Jennet is returned to us. Three months ago Jennet bore Luke a healthy son. She named him Nathaniel. For his own safety, and at considerable danger to herself, Jennet arranged to have the boy smuggled away. Thus we set out for Pensacola in Spanish Florida, to find the family that has had the boy in their care and restore him to his family.

Luke and Jennet will be married as soon as we reach Port-au-Prince.

I wish that I could promise a swift return home immediately after, but I cannot.

I know you will have many questions, but I beg your patience a while longer. The weather bodes ill, and Lieutenant Hodge must sail immediately if he is to reach the next post packet out of Guadeloupe.

In haste,

         

Hannah, called Walks-Ahead by her mother’s people, or Walking-Woman by her husband’s



Chapter 3

Hodge and a small crew raised the Union Jack on the Grasshopper and sailed her out of the cove, bound for Guadeloupe and then Kingston. Not six hours later a storm rose up with fists and let loose with screaming winds so fierce that the shack nearest the cliffs sailed off like an oversized gull.

They sat together in the main house, soldiers and sailors and the women from the town, listening to the winds, talking, playing cards by the light of a half dozen lanterns. For all its shabby appearance, the place was built to withstand storms. Hannah tried not to think of the Grasshopper, gone just a few hours now toward Guadeloupe. It would outrun the storm or it would not; there was nothing she could do for those men.

Luke came to her with a bit of rough bread and cold goat meat that was mostly gristle, crouched down beside her while she ate it.

He said, “She’s sleeping.”

Hannah looked at her brother, at the trembling of his hands. “She’ll be doing a lot of that. You must let her heal.”

“Florida.” Luke put his head back. “Ah, Christ.” There were streaks on his cheeks, as though he had been standing in a salt spray. As though he had been weeping.

“We’ve come this far,” Hannah said. “We’ll manage the rest.”

It looked for a moment as if he would argue with her, list all the things that could go wrong. Between this place and where they must go, the sea was crowded with privateers and pirates and the British navy, massing for invasion. So far in this journey they had managed to keep clear of the war; as far as anyone knew, they were Canadians, under the protection of the Crown. The truth was far more complicated. It would cost them their allies, if not their lives.

And of course the boy might not be where Jennet believed they would find him. Hannah would not say those words aloud, but they were both thinking about it. The woman who had agreed to put him to the breast next to her own child could have sold the boy or simply dropped him overboard, once she was away from here. And if all had gone as Jennet insisted, there were other dangers. There was no protection for an infant from yellow fever or typhoid or any of the other diseases that ran rampant in that part of the world. The chances that they would find him alive and well were poor, but they must try.

Hannah’s head ached, and she rubbed her temple with two fingers.

“You could go home, now,” Luke said. He read her thoughts quite easily, or so he believed. “Go back to Paradise and take up your life. You have done enough, and more.”

“No,” Hannah said. “I will stay. For Jennet and for you.”

The howling of the wind made her jerk in irritation. Luke glanced around himself, started to say something, and then stopped. “I must go back to her, in case she wakes.”

“And sleep yourself,” Hannah said. “The watch is in place, and no one will be sailing into the harbor in this weather.”

“What about you?” he asked her, getting to his feet. His face was lost in shadow, and she was glad. It was easier to lie to him that way.

She said, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll find a place to sleep easily enough.”

         

Kit Wyndham had taken one of the smaller rooms for himself; it stank of sweat and cheap tobacco and men’s leavings. He opened the shutters and let the wind and rain come in, glad of the cold on his face. Then he threw all but the best of the mats out, closed and latched the shutters, and took off his weapons.

The bones in his right arm throbbed with the weather, and always would; he had wanted no souvenirs of Spain but had them anyway. The rolled blanket from his rucksack went over the thin straw mattress and then he sat there while the whole building shivered like a wet dog. His stomach growled, but he was not hungry enough to go look for food.

The oil lantern he had taken from the main room stank, but it threw shadows on the rough walls that reminded him of lying abed as a boy, watching the fire.

She came to him when he had almost given up hope, slipping in and closing the door behind herself, any noise she might make lost in the tumult of the storm. Her weapons she piled carefully near the mat, and then she lay down beside him and let Kit fold the blanket around her.

They were quiet for a moment, and he wondered if she would talk to him this night, or if she would take what she wanted without words. It would not be the first time. She used him and he was glad of it; even in the light of day he couldn’t dredge up any remorse or doubt.

Tonight Kit realized that he wanted the sound of her voice almost more than the pleasure and relief of her touch. Because the false priest was dead, and he would be going home to Canada.

She was breathing deeply, drawing in smells and holding them. Under the blanket their heat mingled. She sighed and stretched a little against him, as content as a cat, long and sleek and strong, her hands rough with work, demanding, knowing.

He said, “Do you worry about getting with child when you come to me?”

She turned her face up. Her eyes were so black that it seemed just now that she had no pupils. The question didn’t seem to bother her, but then it was hard to tell how she felt about anything. He had never known a woman like her.

“No,” she said. “I don’t worry.”

Kit lowered his head to hers and brushed her mouth with his own, an opening bid, an invitation.

She seemed to be considering it, and then her hands came up and settled on his shoulders, and she opened her mouth to his kiss.

Later, the memory of the things he was feeling would make him blush. He had never been a romantic; he had no ear for poetry and had never regretted that lack in himself. But kissing this woman—by whatever name she went—robbed him of the ability to express himself, and that felt like a loss.

She touched his tongue with her own and then pulled away suddenly, her mind made up. She might go now, and he could do nothing to stop her. Would do nothing to endanger the chance that she might come again.

Hannah shrugged out of her jerkin, lifted her shirt over her head. Kit looked up at her, black hair flowing down her back in a river, the glow of her skin in the light of the candle, the swollen mouth. For the rest of his life he would think of her like this. These nights together were about to come to an end.

She said, “Stop thinking.” And then she showed him how.

Sometimes, afterwards, when they had tired each other out and she was floating in the mindless time before sleep, Hannah would tell Kit things about herself, stories from her childhood, of her family, of the husband who had been one of Tecumseh’s warriors. She had borne a child, a son.

Always when she talked, Kit had the sense that she was holding back things she could not trust him with—or perhaps, he realized, she did not trust herself, and could not allow herself emotion of a particular kind. The only time he had ever seen her truly in danger of losing control of herself was the morning they had come across a report in a New-York newspaper, already three months old, of Tecumseh’s death on the battlefield. What she might be thinking he would never know; she had turned away his questions and forbidden him the topic with a look.

Kit had first seen her when she was working among the wounded prisoners at Nut Island. In spite of her medical training, in spite of the fact that many of the prisoners owed their lives to her, none of the men would call her doctor; it went too much against the grain. In the garrison she had been known by her Mohawk name alone, Walks-Ahead. The garrison commander, the most prideful and pompous of men, had disdained to see her as anything but another squaw, and his officers had followed that example. They had paid dearly for their stupidity.

It had taken Wyndham too long to recognize his own blindness and begin to see the overeducated half-Mohawk woman for what she was. Much later, when they had been on board the Isis together for months, he realized first, that she was not Canadian, and, more, that she had never claimed to be. Her half brother was born and raised in Montreal; she let people draw their conclusions from that and did not bother to correct them. But the gaps in her stories began to knit themselves together in a particular shape, and soon enough Kit understood that she was American, or at least that her father’s family lived on that side of the border, in the backwoods of Vermont or Maine, or the mountains of New-York. Something she could not tell him, because their two countries were at war.

Half asleep in his arms she flexed and turned. It was enough to set his blood stirring again.

She said, “I’m afraid to go home.”

He tried to hide his surprise, but she took his face between her hands and made it impossible.

“You don’t like to think of me afraid.”

“That’s not it,” he said. “I’m just wondering why you have to go. You have a choice, don’t you?” It sounded childish, now that he had said it.

“A choice,” she echoed. She said the word as if it were unfamiliar to her. “If I have a choice, so do you.”

He would have liked to deny it, but he knew she would like him less for the lie. “I want to go home. I miss it.”

He didn’t tell her the rest of the truth: that he didn’t miss everything, or everyone. If not for the miniature he packed among his things he would have forgotten the face of the lady he was engaged to marry. Certainly he had no memory of her voice. But he would marry Margaret; he could not imagine doing anything else.

Against her mouth he said, “What is it you want from me, Hannah?”

“Just this,” she said, and took it.



Chapter 4

“Luke,” Jennet said. “Major Wyndham is in love with your sister, I hope you realize.”

They stood at the rail of the schooner Patience. All around them the ship was in the turmoil that went with the last hour before sailing, a great rush of boxes and barrels and trunks marched up the causeway and into the bowels of the ship, like a calf being fatted for slaughter. The noise was such that Jennet had to raise her voice to be heard, but she kept her eyes on Kit Wyndham, who paced the wharf below them. He had given up leather jerkin and homespun for the dark green coat and silver lace of the King’s Rangers; the sun glinted on his buttons and epaulettes and sparked the blue of his eyes. He was waiting for Hannah. They were all waiting for Hannah.

“I don’t know if love is the issue, in this case.” Luke covered her hand on the rail with his own. “Certainly he’s infatuated.”

In the full August sun Luke’s own hair had worked almost white, while his skin had gone an even middle brown. There were deep lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth, but when he looked at her she still saw the seventeen-year-old boy he had been when he first came to Carryck, so many years ago.

“He’s in love,” Jennet said. “If he were not, he would be on his way back to Canada at this very minute. I am sorry for them.”

Luke made a noise that meant he was sorry, too, or would be, if other matters hadn’t had such a hold on his attention. News of the war was everywhere, and while it had put the British who swarmed over these islands in a grand mood to hear that their army had burned Washington to the ground, the Bonners took it in with sober detachment. Now Luke watched sailors carrying a gunboat out of the warren of boat works, his expression severe and distant. He was wondering how much the war in the Gulf of Mexico would hinder their own journey.

Jennet touched his arm and watched him try to find the thread of the conversation: Wyndham, who was in love with his sister but must leave her. He said, “You mustn’t forget that Kit isn’t a free agent. And he has a fiancée at home in Canada.”

“I’m not the one with the faulty memory,” Jennet said. “Truth be told, he doesn’t want to leave Hannah. No matter what noises he makes about having enough of detached duty.”

Luke bent his head to her and spoke directly into the shell of her ear. “Why don’t we go below where we can discuss this in private?”

At that, Jennet laughed. It sounded nervous to her own ear, as if she were a young girl unaccustomed to flirtation. Luke heard it, too; she saw that in the veiled expression just before he turned his face away.

Very soon they would have to put words to the things they had not yet had the courage to discuss, an idea that unsettled Jennet greatly.

“There’s Hannah,” Luke said. “I was starting to worry.”

The wagon that stopped below them on the wharf was crowded with baskets and boxes. Hannah was involved in a discussion with the driver, a tall black man who seemed surprised at the number of coins she had put in his hand.

“More of her bits and pieces,” Luke said. “I’ll see that her things are stowed properly.”

Wyndham had already started in that direction, but Jennet didn’t try to stop Luke from leaving. She did try to stop her own sigh of relief, and failed.

         

From the privacy of Luke’s cabin—her cabin, too, now that they were wed, and what a strange idea that was—Jennet watched Port-au-Prince grow smaller. From this distance the town looked like a magical place, sapphire and emerald, gold and blinding white where the sun touched thick whitewashed walls. Around it the fields stretched out—coffee, sugarcane, cotton, indigo—and above it rose mountain ridges that ran the length of the island.

Once she would have loved this place, and the idea of exploring all of it, mountains and hidden glens and savannahs. Now the Patience—how poorly named was this ship—could not move fast enough to suit Jennet.

Seven days they had spent here, seven wasted days when she must submit to doctors’ examinations and interviews with the authorities, when all she really needed was to be moving west. But no one would hear of them rushing away, most especially not Luke’s mother.

Giselle Somerville Lacoeur, once of Montreal, took charge of Jennet and no one—not her son, or her husband, or even the governor himself—dared to interfere. Age had not mellowed Luke’s mother.

As a girl Jennet had loved Giselle and admired her, but now she found she had very little to say to this Mme. Lacoeur. For her part, Giselle did not seem to mind Jennet’s impatience, nor was she swayed by her moods. Giselle was far too involved with making sure that the steady stream of seamstresses and milliners and mantua makers did their best work, and speedily. She would have her new daughter-in-law properly outfitted before she sailed. There was no excuse for sloppiness, she told Jennet. No matter how dire the situation.

The Lacoeur home was spacious and cool, standing as it did in a great sea of palm trees at the crest of a hill. The veranda that circled the house was wide and deeply shadowed, with comfortable chairs and chaise longues piled with pillows. Jennet spent most of her time dozing there, though she never put foot on the marble terraces that ran down to the sea.

On Jennet’s third morning in Hayti, Giselle found her asleep when she should have been in her rooms, where the seamstresses were waiting.

“You may need to apply to the authorities anywhere from Pensacola to Mobile to New Orleans,” Giselle said. “You may have to dine with governors and generals and bankers. The clothes you wear will speak more loudly of your resources and connections than any letter of introduction.”

“I am so sleepy,” Jennet said.

Giselle was unsympathetic. “No sane man would go into battle without the proper weapons, and neither must you. This is a war you are embarking on, Jennet, and the prize is your son. You must be ready for a long fight.”

It was something they never spoke about directly, the fact that getting to Pensacola was only the beginning of the problems. They might not be able to get away again, if the war began in earnest along the Gulf coast—and Luke and all the rest of the male population of the island seemed to think that was exactly what was likely to happen. That would mean waiting, or traveling overland through territory that they didn’t know and that might be hostile. They would need every advantage they could claim.

And so Jennet stood still while others draped her in the light silks and gauzes dictated by the climate; while the women talked about color and embroidery, hats and stockings and stacked heels. They discussed the fashions in Paris and London, and the peculiarities of Americans. Her own thoughts moved in a very different direction. While they gossiped, she made long lists of questions to ask Giselle’s husband.

Anton Lacoeur was a sharp, doe-eyed man with a head for numbers and a talent for trade that had made him many fortunes. To Jennet’s surprise, he had been the one who seemed to best understand what would make her time in Port-au-Prince bearable. He drew up lists of names, men who might be of help to them, others they should avoid at all costs; he wrote letters of introduction and drafts on banks; he brought them maps and charts.

When he came to the end of his own knowledge, he invited others to his home. Naval officers and army engineers, merchants and traders and others whose business practices were best left unexamined, but who knew the Gulf well enough to talk for hours of tides and treacherous marshes, swamps, bayous. They spoke of pirates and profiteers and smugglers, things that would have delighted Jennet as a girl—things that would have delighted her even a year ago—but now left her only vaguely uneasy. Luke took charge in these conversations, and Jennet was glad to leave it all to him.

It was Anton who brought Luke and the man called Bardi together. Bardi, who had lost his ship in mysterious circumstances and needed a way back to the Gulf through the British blockade. He was presented to them as untrustworthy, a man without morals or scruples but one who knew the area where they were going as well as any man alive. It was worth his own life to stay out of both American and British hands.

“Pay him well and never take your eyes off him,” Anton had said. “And he’ll get you to Pensacola or wherever else you need to be, and then be shut of him.”

While Jennet’s time was divided between Giselle and her husband, Hannah was free to seek out other women, dark-skinned women who watched and listened but rarely spoke to white people of what they knew. These were women who worked in the kitchens and laundries and nurseries, and from them she collected names whispered in throaty Creole French.

And then, finally, this morning Jennet found herself in front of a priest in a small Catholic church. He was an ancient Frenchman with a wobbling voice and kind eyes and he had married them and blessed them and wished them a speedy journey and quick recovery of their son.

In the few moments before they left to board the Patience, Giselle raised the subject of the boy. “Luke was taken from me at birth, remember,” she said. “It was many years before I saw him again. You will be more fortunate.” In a conspiratorial tone she added, “When you find the boy, bring him back here so I can see to his education.”

But the truth was, Giselle didn’t believe her grandson was alive; none of them did. It was so clearly written on their faces. Poor Jennet has been through a great deal, that look said. Humor her, for the time being.

It was uncharitable of her, but she could not help thinking such things, not even of Luke. He would do everything in his power, but in his heart, Jennet was sure, he had already given up on the boy. She held it against him, and didn’t know how to stop.

Now they were married, and that was a good thing. The very best thing, something she had wanted for as long as she could remember, to have Luke as her husband. She had left Scotland not yet thirty years old, a widow of only a few months, to come looking for him.

Jennet pressed her trembling hands together, and wondered how long she could keep herself from weeping.

“Luke sent me down to see after you,” Hannah said in the open hatchway, and just that simply the battle was lost. Jennet turned to her cousin with tears streaming down her face, and then collapsed into her outstretched arms.

They sat together on the edge of the bed for a long time while Jennet wept and Hannah waited, quiet and patient. Hannah was wearing the only gown she had allowed Giselle to order for her, figured Indian muslin over rose-colored silk. She had put it on for the wedding ceremony and left it on while she ran all her last-minute errands; there was a smudge of soot on her hem and a pulled thread in the lace at the neckline. She smelled of spices and something bittersweet, of sunlight and clean sweat, and under all that was another smell, salty and sharp; she smelled of Kit Wyndham. It was none of Jennet’s business, not really, and it made her weep all the more, her tears wetting the bodice of celery green silk drugget with its elaborate embroidery. Her wedding gown.

Men’s feet drummed on the deck in response to whistles and shouts, sails creaked and caught the wind so that the ship shivered and danced like an eager dog on a line. Jennet let herself be rocked.

Hannah had lost a son. She would never see him again in this life, and that thought brought Jennet up short. She pressed the back of her hands to her streaming eyes and tried to regain control of her voice.

“Not now,” Hannah said. “Not unless you’re ready.”

“I am,” Jennet said. “I think I am.”

“Then tell me.”

She couldn’t tell, not everything. Not yet. But Jennet would start, and hope that half the story would be enough.

         

The words came slowly at first, forced up out of her throat and mouth like bloody clots. She talked of the day Dégre had taken her from Île aux Noix, the ship that had been waiting, the men on the ship. How they circled around her, delighted with the promise of diversion over the course of a dull voyage south. The dissatisfaction when Dégre made it clear that she was not to be marked. Lady Jennet was an asset first and foremost, and her value was not to be compromised.

Eventually prudence gave way to the sea and the monotony of the wind and the rum, and the bolder of the men began to approach her. There were many things they could do to amuse themselves that would leave no mark, at least none that others could see. They talked about this in her hearing, as they might talk of slaughtering one of the pigs that lived in a pen on deck while they rubbed knuckles over its bristled skull.

It was too easy to imagine. She would be passed from man to man, and each of them would use her in his own way, casually or angrily or with a whispering kind of thankfulness.

Dégre, who never showed any interest in taking her, watched and said nothing. Jennet understood that he was leaving it up to her: She must find a way to save herself.

“Have you ever stabbed a man in the throat?” Her voice was steady, but her hands trembled.

Hannah shook her head.

“It’s like standing under a waterfall,” Jennet said. “I was covered with blood.” And then: “I don’t regret it. The others left me alone after that.”

Because I stank of blood, she might have said. And it amused Dégre to refuse me water to wash. As long as I live, I will dream of the flies.

Instead, Jennet told the story of the day she had given birth, the long hours in a hot room where lizards clung to the walls and birds screamed in the trees.

“But he was perfect,” Jennet said. “Perfect in form, and healthy, and so much like Luke, the shape of his eyes and his fingers and toes and the way his hair grows here.” She touched the crown of her own head. “He was perfect. He is perfect, and he must be alive, or what was it all for?”

There it was, the question like a thorn struck through the heart. The question she had never dared put to Luke.

Hannah smoothed Jennet’s hair away from her hot face. Her black eyes were without any expression that Jennet could read. She might say, The boy is dead and you know it or The boy must be alive because we wish it so.

She said, “Jennet, listen to me well. You and Luke must hold each other up. Don’t turn away from him, not now, especially not now. You must trust that he can bear what you have to say. The things you cannot say to me, that you think you cannot say to anyone. Do you hear me?”

It was the best advice Hannah had to offer, and Jennet wanted no part of it. Her cousin must have seen that in her face, because her own expression sharpened.

Hannah said, “Do you know what I regret most? The things I didn’t say to Strikes-the-Sky. The morning I saw him last, the things I should have said. Don’t make the same mistake.”

Jennet nodded, and shuddered, and nodded again. “Send him to me, would you?”

         

When Luke came a half hour later, there was a fine beading of sweat on his forehead. Jennet had a sudden picture in her mind of Hannah speaking to him, a finger raised in admonition. It made her smile. He smiled back at her.

In his hands he carried a tray with bread and fruit and cheese, and under his arm a bottle of wine. He put these things down on the small table under the porthole and then turned to her like a man awaiting sentencing. “It’s not much, as wedding suppers go.”

Jennet held out her hand. “It’s not the food I care about. Come sit by me,” she said. And then: “Do you remember the night you came to me with the pennyroyal ointment, when I went to sleep in the hay barn?”

“You were sulking, and so I seduced you into a better mood.”

Jennet laughed, because he meant her to. “If you care to remember it that way.”

He touched her face. “I remember the promises we made, under the waterfall.”

She reached up and kissed him, felt his surprise and his delight and his caution, too, and so she kissed him again, putting her hands on his face and pulling him down to her.

He held back for a moment, and then he relaxed against her with a sound that came up from his belly. Jennet pressed her forehead against his and closed her eyes. She said, “I was never raped. I want you to know that.”

She felt the words work on him, the way they dug into his mind and then, more slowly, moved through him, muscle by muscle. His arms went limp and then tightened so that she gasped.

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” he said. His gaze was steady, though his tone had coarsened a little.

“I might have been,” Jennet said. “But I killed the first man who tried. I stabbed him, and after that the others left me alone.” She would have gone on, but he pulled away to look in her face.

“But that’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I’m not ashamed of it,” Jennet said.

“Were you punished?”

“No,” Jennet said. “It amused Dégre, to—the whole episode amused him. I would do it again, and without hesitation.”

“Of course you would,” he said, his mouth touching hers. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

And then he kissed her, his mouth intent: And here was the surprise, that there were still such kisses to be had in the world, from a man like this one. Who could make her remember desire, and feel it again, that twist and pulse deep in the belly, the knowledge that it was there all along through all the months she had come to see herself as not an empty vessel, but a broken one. His voice was deep and rough and there was a trembling there, one that matched her own.

“Let me remind you,” he said. “Let me show you.”

It was ten days since he had come to Priest’s Town to save her. He had slept beside her chastely, and held her when she wept, and comforted her as a brother comforts a grieving sister, and through all that Jennet had sensed him waiting and wanting, his body impatient for her but kept in check. She wondered how she could ever give him the things he deserved, the touch he wanted.

She turned to meet him, tasted salt on his skin and tears, and made herself a promise she wanted to keep, but could not be sure of, not yet.
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